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IDRC, Canada's International Development 
Research Centre, has always sought to develop 
collaborative arrangements with a broad 
range of development partners. Collaboration 
encourages coordination, which reduces 
duplication and increases the likelihood 
that development projects will achieve their 
objectives. It allows IDRC and other donors 
to experiment with innovative approaches to 
development issues and to achieve improved 
synergy from their efforts. As well, collabo-
ration is a practical necessity. Acting alone, 
development organizations cannot always 
attain the scale necessary to accomplish their 
goals. For these reasons, IDRC has introduced 
the concept of secretariats. 
By supporting and hosting secretariats in col-
laboration with a range of other donors, IDRC 
has been able to focus development resources 
on topics of international importance. These 
collaborative undertakings have demonstrated 
their effectiveness over the last decade and 
now form a regular part of JDRC's mode of 
program delivery. Secretariats allow groups of 
donors to pool their financial resources while 
retaining direct input into program priorities 
and directions. This brochure answers some 
common questions about secretariats, such as 
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how they work and what benefits are derived 
from the secretariat approach to development _ 
assistance. 
What is a secretariat? 
A secretariat is an initiative that is housed 
either at IDRC headquarters in Ottawa or in one 
of IDRC's seven regional offices. Secretariats 
pool the resources and expertise of various 
development organizations that share a com-
mon goal in program delivery. IDRC provides 
a range of support services that are critical to 
the success of the secretariat. Although legally 
part of IDRC, the Centre does not control the 
program work of the secretariat. Each secre-
tariat has its own executive director and 
is governed and funded as a collaborative 
partnership amongst a group of donors. 
Secretariats are created to initiate, encourage, 
support, and conduct research into problems 
of the developing world and into the means 
for applying and adapting knowledge to fos -
ter sustainable economic and social advance-
ment. Secretariats can also be established to 
build capacity in partner institutions and 
to provide direct assistance for research 
and development activities within their 
areas of specialization. The donor partners, 
as members of the steering committee, 
have direct involvement in determining 
the program directions and priorities of 
the secretariat. 
Why is a secretariat useful? 
Secretariats have proven to be an effective way 
to focus resources and expertise while provid-
ing leadership and international credibility in 
the pursuit of the shared development objec-
tives of a group of donors. These factors create 
conditions that are conducive to innovation in 
problem solving and help produce a reach 
and impact that is often beyond what a single 
development organization might achieve. IDRC 
has hosted more than 15 secretariats and has 
found that they encourage coordination and a 
multidisciplinary approach to problem solv-
ing. Secretariats have also proven to be a very 
effective way to include developing-country 
perspectives in decisions about program 
directions and implementation. 
What does a secretariat include? 
A secretariat is headed by an execut ive 
director who is responsible for providing both 
program leadership and overall management 
to the secretariat and its staff. In addition, 
each secretariat has a steering committee 
that is responsible for guiding, monitoring, 
and assessing program performance. This 
committee includes representatives of the 
donor partners and, often, developing-
country experts. In many cases, secretariats 
also include an advisory group made up of 
appropriate experts who provide specialized 
knowledge and input into program matters. 
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What is the legal status of a 
secretariat? 
A secretariat is legally part of IDRC - it is not 
a separate legal entity. It receives support 
from IDRC to meet its financial, administrative, 
personnel, and legal needs. This base of 
support from IDRC provides security and 
stability to the secretariat. However, it does 
not exclude the possibility that the secretariat 
could evolve into a separate entity in the 
future, if the steering committee views that 
as desirable. 
How is a secretariat created? 
Because the secretariat is legally part of IDRC, 
its establishment is subject to approval by 
the Centre 's Board of Governors. To obtain 
approval, a secretariat proposal must be 
developed and presented to the Board. The 
proposal must present a sound and intellectu-
ally rigorous argument for the creation of the 
secretariat, addressing the focus, program 
plans, resource requirements, and the rela-
tionships that the secretariat will develop. 
What are the required elements 
in a secretariat proposal? 
Each proposal for a secretariat must explain 
how the idea for the se~retariat arose, the 
specific mission and program goals of the 
secretariat, the essence of the program of work 
over the first few years of the secretariat, the 
risks that are anticipated, and the expected 
life-cycle during which the secretariat will 
achieve its goals. The proposal must explain 
the rationale for the secretariat, the problem 
that is to be addressed, and the proposed 
benefits and to whom they will accrue. The 
proposal should also suggest the anticipated 
outcomes and the methods that will be used to 
measure and evaluate program achievements. 
The financial and human resource needs must 
also be clearly articulated. Financial aspects of 
the proposal must address the projected costs 
and program expenditures, the formal and 
anticipated commitment of funding from 
all donors, and plans for additional funding 
through either nonpartner funding or the sale 
of technologies. The human resource needs 
and availability of qualified staff must also be 
addressed along with any unusual demands 
that might be placed on the financial and 
administrative support available from IDRC. 
Finally, it is important that the proposal indi-
cate to the IDRC Board of Governors how the 
work of the proposed secretariat will comple-
ment or support the program objectives of 
IDRC and the other involved institutions and 
why there are advantages to housing the 
secretariat at IDRC. 
What is the role of the 
executive director? 
As the head of the secretariat, the executive 
director is both responsible and accountable 
to the steering committee and to IDRC for pro-
viding program leadership and management 
of the secretariat. The executive director is 




implementation of the program activities of 
the secretariat and for the development of 
program-related policies. The responsibility 
of the executive director to IDRC covers the 
management of the secretariat in nonprogram 
areas, including compliance with IDRC's 
financial, administrative, personnel, and 
legal policies. 
What is the role of the 
steering committee? 
The steering committee, which includes donor 
Yepresentatives and, in many cases, developing-
country experts, oversees all program matters 
related to the secretariat. As such, the com-
mittee approves the secretariat's program of 
work and budget, reviews program policies, 
strategies, and priorities, assesses the per-
formance of the secretariat against established 
benchmarks, and recommends, supervises, 
and assesses the performance of the executive 
director. The steering committee also estab-
lishes the parameters of the executive direc-
tor's authority to solicit funds and conclude 
funding agreements with other donors. 
Who are the members of 
the steering committee? 
Secretariats are multidonor initiatives, and 
donors participate in their funding and 
governance. Usually, the first members of 
the steering committee are donors. However, 
nondonors may be invited to be members 
on the steering committee. If the steering 
committee does not include significant 
nondonor involvement, it is encouraged 
to establish an advisory group composed of 
technical experts primarily from developing 
countries. 
What is the role of the 
advisory group? 
Many secretariats have an advisory group that 
brings to the secretariat access to special skills 
and insights. This group is normally composed 
of specialists from specific disciplines, and 
especially from developing countries. The 
ad'{isory group ensures that the secretariat 
has a broad, comprehensive view of program 
issues and that developing- country priorities 
and perspectives are considered in the plan-
ning and execution of the program work of 
the secretariat. 
What is the role of IDRC? 
Because secretariats are legally part of IDRC, 
the President of IDRC is obligated to ensure 
that sound financial and administrative 
management occurs within all secretariats. 
The President of IDRC is also responsible to 
the Centre's Board of Governors for reporting 
on all secretariats and is accountable for the 
positions that IDRC takes as a member of the 
steering committee. However, accountability 
for program direction and monitoring is 
shared amongst all members of the steering 
committee. The executive director is required 
to present to the IDRC Board an annual report 
that relates the work of the secretariat to the 
program of work proposed when the 
secretariat was approved. 
IDRC assumes accountability to both individ-
ual donors and the steering committee in 
nonprogram matters. IDRC signs a ll funding 
agreements on behalf of the secretariat and is 
therefore accountable for all funds expended. 
However, program decisions are the responsi-
bility of the steering committee and executive 
director. IDRC is also responsible to the steer-
ing committee for ensuring that all legal, 
financial, and administrative rules are 
followed, for providing timely and accurate 
financial reports, and for reporting manage-
ment deficiencies that might hamper program 
performance. 
How is program performance 
evaluated? 
In addition to specific evaluations carried out 
by the secretariat itself, regular performance 
reviews are undertaken to evaluate the per-
formance of the secretariat and its programs. 
These reviews allow the executive director 
and the steering committee to determine 
what benefits have been achieved by using 
the secretariat mechanism. IDRC has adopted 
a framework for performance review that 
examines the relevance, effectiveness, 
efficiency, and financial viability of the 
secretariats it hosts. These evaluations are 
designed to address the performance expecta-
tions of all donors. The evaluation framework, 
which is developed by IDRC in association with 
the steering committee, also considers the 
structure and mode of operat ion, stage of 
maturity, and the level of risk associated 
with each secretariat. 
How is good financial management 
ensured? 
As a custodian of both Canadian public funds 
and those entrusted to it by other donors, IDRC 
audits compliance with applicable financial , 
legal, and administrative policies as well as 
achievement of appropriate results with the 
resources made available. IDRC is accountable 
to all donors for ensuring that all secretariats 
adhere to sound policies and practices. IDRC 
is committed to ensuring that efficient and 
effective management systems and practices 
are in place, that there is complete and accu-
rate reporting of secretariat activities to the 
steering committee, and that there are regular 
independent assessments of program results 
against recognized objectives. 
Who controls human resources? 
The executive director can either be an 
employee of IDRC or be seconded to IDRC by 
another organizat ion. The executive director, 
although hired by IDRC, is nominated to the 
position by the steering committee. Other staff 
of the secretariat are also employees of IDRC. 
The IDRC classification and pay scales are 
usually broad enough to cover all staffing 
needs and to allow the secretariat to attract 
qualified staff in the internat ional market-
place, although exceptions will be considered. 
IDRC may also hire non-Canadians for pro-
gram jobs without first testing the domestic 
n 
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market. This provides the secretariat with the 
advantage of being able to hire the best per-
son for the job irrespective of their nationality. 
Why does IDRC charge an 
administrative fee? 
IDRC charges a moderate administrative fee on 
the funds it receives from other donors. This 
fee recovers the incremental costs associated 
with providing a broad range of services 
to secretariats. In return for this fee, IDRC 
assumes responsibility for the basic financial, 
administrative, human resource, and legal 
services needed by the secretariats. 
If a secretariat requires additional services 
that are not normally provided by IDRC's 
administrative units, such as those associated 
with external legal consultations or the use 
of recruitment agencies, the costs for these 
services must be borne by the secretariat. 
Some other services, such as those available 
through the Centre's library, its Partnership 
and Business Development Office, and its 
Evaluation Unit, may be charged on a fee-
for-service basis. This charge is negotiated 
between the unit providing the service and the 
secretariat. 
Need more information? 
If you have additional questions or require 
information beyond what is covered in this 
brochure, please contact the IDRC office 
nearest you or visit one of IDRC's websites, 




PO Box 8500 
Ottawa. ON 
Canada KIG 3H9 
Phone: ( + 1-613) 236-6163 




IDRC Regional Office for Southeast and East Asia 
Tanglin PO Box I 0 I 
Singapore 912404 
Republic of Singapore 
Phone: (+65) 235-1344, 235-1576, 235-1865 
Fax: (+65) 235-1849 
Email: asro@idrc.org.sg 
URL: http:/ /www.idrc.org.sg 
IDRC Regional Office for South Asia 
208 Jor Bagh 
New Delhi 110003 
India 
Phone: (+91-11) 461-9411/12113 
Fax: (+91-11) 462-2707 
Email: rfinan@idrc.org.in 
URL: http:/ /www.idrc.ca/saro/ 
Latin America and the Caribbean 
IDRC Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean 
Casilla de Correo 6379 
Montevideo 
Uruguay 
Phone: ( + 598-2) 902-2031 to 34, 902-2037 to 43 






IDRC Regional Office for Eastern and Southern Africa 
PO Box 62084 
Nairobi 
Kenya 
(Please address all mail to the IORC Regional Director.) 
Phone: (+254-2) 713160/1 , 713273/4, 713355/6, 713578/9, 
713690/1, 713699 
Fax: (+254-2) 711063 
Email: chunja@idrc.or.ke 
URL: http://www.idrc.ca/earo/ 
IDRC Regional Office for the Middle East and North Africa 
PO Box 14 Orman 
Giza, Cairo 
Egypt 
Phone:(+ 20-2) 336-7051/52153/54/57 
fax:(+ 20-2) 336-7056 
Email: skamel@idrc.org.eg 
URL: http://www.idrc.ca/cairo/ 
lDRC Regional Office for Southern Africa 
PO Box 477 
WITS 2050 
South Africa 
Phone: ( + 27-11) 403-3952 
Fax: (+27-1 1) 403-1417 
Email: hpapaconstantinos@idrc.org.za 
URL: http://www.idrc.org.za 
IDRC Regional Office for West and Central Africa 
BP 11007, CO Annexe 
Dakar 
Senegal 
Phone: ( + 221) 864-0000 
Fax : (+221) 825-3255 
Email: kndiaye@idrc.org.sn 
URL: http://www.idrc.ca/braco/ 
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